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Trying to Capture "White Magic"
by Joe R. Christopher
D o ro th y  L e ig h  S a y e rs  (1 8 S 3 -1 9 5 7 ) i s  m o s t o f t e n  
rem em bered  a s  a d e t e c t i v e  s t o r y  w r i t e r  —  a member 
o f  th e  G o lden  Age o f  p u z z le s  b e tw e e n  t h e  W orld  
W ars , and  one  who d e l i b e r a t e l y  co m bined  i n  h e r  
l a t e r  w ork th o s e  p u z z le s  w i th  n o v e ls  o f  m a n n e rs . 
Howard H a y c r o f t  an d  o t h e r  m y s te ry  f a n s  la m e n te d  
th e  e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n ,  t h e  l o s s  o f  t h e  s i m p l e r  p u z ­
z l e s  a b o u t  L o rd  P e t e r  W im sey, a l th o u g h  H a y c r o f t  
a d d e d , "H er v e ry  e r r o r s  do h e r  h o n o r ."
She w e n t on t o  w r i t e  r e l i g i o u s  d ram a , th u s  
m oving from  l e s s e r  m y s t e r i e s  t o  t h e  g r e a t  M y s te ry , 
and  t o  t r a n s l a t e  D a n te . I n  h e r  t h e o l o g i c a l  s t u d y .  
The M ind o f  th e  M aker , i n  w h ic h , i t  h a s  b e e n  s u g ­
g e s t e d ,  God h a d  th e  m ind o f  th e  c r e a t o r  o f  d e t e c ­
t i v e  p u z z l e s ,  and  i n  s e v e r a l  o f  h e r  e s s a y s ,  S a y e rs  
w as p a r t  o f  th e  A n g lic a n  r e v i v a l  o f  l a y  e v a n g e l ­
is m , show n m o s t c l e a r l y  i n  C. S . L e w i s 's  r a d i o  
t a l k s  o v e r  t h e  B .B .C . ,  c o l l e c t e d  a s  Mere C h r is ­
t i a n i t y  .
B u t t h e r e  w as a  y o u n g e r  S a y e r s ,  s t i l l  r e l i g ­
io u s  b u t  l e s s  f o r m id a b le ,  w ho, b e f o r e  h e r  f i r s t  
m y s te ry  n o v e l  w as p u b l i s h e d  i n  1 9 2 3 , w as w r i t i n g  
v e r s e .  I  d i r e c t  t h e  r e a d e r 's  a t t e n t i o n  t o  "W hite  
M a g ic ,"  a b a l l a d  fo u n d  i n  C a th o l ic  T a le s  and  
C h r i s t i a n  Songs  ( 1 9 1 8 ) .1  S a y e r s  h a d  r e c e i v e d  h e r  
O x fo rd  d e g re e  i n  m e d ie v a l l i t e r a t u r e  i n  1 9 1 5 , 
t a u g h t  b r i e f l y ,  and  r e t u r n e d  t o  O x fo rd  f o r  h e r  
M. A.
F o r  a  s h o r t  poem , i t  h a s  a lo n g  e p ig r a p h ,  id e n ­
t i f i e d  a s  com ing  from  "The S to r y  o f  P w ll  P r in c e  
o f  D y ved ."  I  assum e t h i s  i s  from  L ady C h a r l o t t e  
G u e s t 's  t r a n s l a t i o n ,  b u t  s i n c e  th e  p o i n t  i s  n o t  
im p o r t a n t  t o  my e s s a y ,  I  h a v e  n o t  s o u g h t  c o n f i rm a ­
t i o n  v i a  i n t e r - l i b r a r y  lo a n .  The p o i n t  i s  s im p ly  
S a y e r s '  k n o w led g e  o f  The M a b in o g io n ,  w h ich  (o f  
c o u r s e )  w o u ld  b e  e x p e c te d  o f  a m e d i e v a l i s t :
And while he sat there they saw a lady, on a pure white horse . .  . 
coming along the highway that led from the mound; and the horse 
seemed to move at a slow and even pace . . .  And he took a horse 
and went forward. And he came to an open, level plain, and put 
spurs to  his horse; and the more he urged the horse, the further was 
she from him. Yet she held the same pace as the f irs t. . .  “ Lady,” 
said he, “wilt thou tell me who thou art?” “ 1 will tell thee, Lord,” 
said she. “I am Rhiannon.”
The e p ig r a p h  i s  a n a lo g o u s  t o  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  i n  t h e  
b a l l a d ,  e x c e p t  t h a t  P w ll  s p e a k s  t o  R h ia n n o n , and  
th e  c h a s e r s  do n o t  sp e a k  to  th e  c h a s e d  -in S a y e r s ' 
poem , w h ich  l e a v e s  (a s  w i l l  b e  d i s c u s s e d  m ore f u l l y  
l a t e r )  t h e  i r o n y  o f  t h e  u n s u c c e s s f u l  h u n t .
The f i r s t  s t a n z a  i s  t h e  o n ly  o n e  w h ich  n e e d s  
t o  b e  q u o te d  i n  f u l l ;  t h e  p u rp o s e  i s  t o  i n d i c a t e  
t h e  f o u r  l i n e s  o f  r e f r a i n s  w h ic h  a p p e a r  i d e n t i c a l l y  
i n  e a c h  s t a n z a :
Looking out of my window high 
Sursum cor!
I saw a merry chase go by,
E sus le cor!
1 saw a merry chase go by 
Before the sun was in the sky —
Sursum corda, sursum cornua,
Up, hart and horn.
The r e f r a i n s  (1 1 . 2 , 4 , and  7 -8 ) a r e  a  s e r i e s  o f  
p u n s . P e rh a p s  th e  p l a c e  t o  s t a r t  i s  w i th  t h e  r e l i g ­
io u s  r e f e r e n c e  i n  1 . 7 : Sursum  c o rd a  a p p e a r s  i n
th e  L a t i n  m a ss , m ean ing  "U pw ards t h e  h e a r t s "  o r  
"The h e a r t s  on h i g h . "  I t  i s  E n g l i s h e d  i n  The Book  
o f  Common P ra y e r  a s  " L i f t  up y o u r  h e a r t s . "  (The
p l a c e  o f  t h i s  p h r a s e  i n  th e  A n g l ic a n  r i t e ,  i t  may 
b e  im p o r t a n t  t o  n o t e ,  i s  im m e d ia te ly  a f t e r  th e  
p r i e s t  h a s  p ro n o u n c e d  th e  f o r g iv e n e s s  o f  t h e  c o n ­
g r e g a t i o n 's  s i n s  and  im m e d ia te ly  b e f o r e  t h e  S a n c tu s  
[ I s a i a h  6 : 3b]  and  th e  c o n s e c r a t i o n  o f  t h e  e le m e n ts :  
t h e  Sursum  c o rd a  i s  t h e  o p e n in g  o f  t h e  m ain  p a r t  
o f  t h e  s e r v i c e ,  t h e  com ing  o f  C h r i s t  i n  t h e  b r e a d  
and  w in e :  th u s  t h e r e  i s  good r e a s o n  f o r  t h e  b e ­
l i e v e r s  t o  " l i f t  up t h e i r  h e a r t s . " )  I n  t h e  poem , 
t h e  h e a r t s  a r e  l i f t e d  up i n  t h e  "m erry  c h a s e ,"  and  
su rsu m  co rn u a  —  " l i f t  up [ y o u r ]  h o rn s "  —  com­
p l e t e s  l i n e  and  t h e  h u n t in g  e m p h a s is .
The u s e  o f  th e  s i n g u l a r  i n  1 . 2 , Sursum  c o r ,  
" L i f t  up t h e  [ m y?]  h e a r t , "  t i e s  i n t o  t h i s  f i r s t  
s t a n z a  b e t t e r  th a n  th e  l a t e r  s t a n z a s ,  w h e re  t h e  
n a r r a t o r  d o es  n o t  a p p e a r  i n  1 1 .1  an d  3 . B u t th e  
u s e  o f  F re n c h ,  i n s t e a d  o f  L a t i n ,  i n  1 . 4 ,  E s u s  
l e  c o r ,  by  e ch o  b a c k ,  m akes a pun  o f  t h i s  L a t i n  
s i n g u l a r  c o r ,  " h e a r t . ” F o r  i n  F re n c h  c o r  m eans 
(a) a  h o r n ,  a h u n t in g  h o r n ,  and  (b) t h e  t i n e  o f  an 
a n t l e r  —  th e  h u n t i n g  h o rn  w as o r i g i n a l l y  made 
fro m  an  a n i m a l 's  h o r n ,  o f  c o u r s e .  T hus t h e  L a t i n  
g a in s  m ean in g s  i n  r e t r o s p e c t ,  and  th e  f i r s t  o f  
t h e s e  F re n c h  m e a n in g s  p r e p a r e s  f o r  th e  c o rn u a  i n  
1 . 7 .
E s u s  le  c o r  i s  an  i n t e r e s t i n g  p h r a s e  —  "And 
upon C th e  s o u n d in g  o f  1 t h e  h o rn "  —  p a r t l y  b e c a u s e  
o f  t h e  u s e  o f  e f o r  e t .  A lth o u g h  e i s  p e r f e c t l y  
good  I t a l i a n  f o r  a n d , s o  f a r  a s  I  know i t  a p p e a rs  
f o r  and  i n  F re n c h  o n ly  i n  t h e  m e d ie v a l  p e r i o d :  i t
i s  u s e d  i n  t h i s  way i n  11 . 40 and  508 o f  Le C hanson  
de R o la n d ,  f o r  e x a m p le . I  s u s p e c t  a l th o u g h  I  am 
n o t  k n o w le d g e a b le  enough  t o  c h e c k  th e  enough  to  
c h e c k  th e  m a t t e r  o u t ,  t h a t  S a y e r s '  w h o le  p h r a s e  
may b e  fo u n d  i n  one  o f  th e  m e d ie v a l  F re n c h  e p i c s .  
H e re , i f  I  am c o r r e c t  i n  t h i s  s u r m is e ,  i s  a  m in o r 
r e s u l t  o f  S a y e r s '  s t u d i e s  a t  O x fo rd .
The f i n a l  r e f r a i n ,  "U p, h a r t  and  h o r n ,"  h a s  i n  
up t h e  e q u i v a l e n t  o f  su rsu m  and  s u s ;  i n  h o rn  th e  
e q u i v a l e n t  o f  t h e  F re n c h  c o r  an d  th e  L a t i n  c o rn u a ;  
and  i n  h a r t  a  pun  on  th e  h e a r t  o f  th e  L a t i n  c o r  
and  c o r d a ,  and  an  a l l u s i o n  to  th e  F re n c h  c o r  i n  
i t s  s e n s e  o f  t i n e .
A f t e r  t h i s  e l a b o r a t e  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  t h e  m a c a r­
o n ic  r e f r a i n s ,  i t  i s  a  f a i r l y  s im p le  m a t t e r  t o  
c o n s i d e r  t h e  n a r r a t i o n  o f  th e  f o l lo w in g  f o u r  s t a n ­
z a s  :
The quarry went upon an ass 
That soft and slowly forth did pass[:]
So soft and slowly forth did pass 
His little hoofs upon the grass [.]
And smiting with the scourge and spur,
Came king and priest and labourer [: ]
Both priest and king and labourer,
The queen with her ladies after her [.]
A nd, s h i f t i n g  i n t o  th e  h i s t o r i c a l  p r e s e n t  —
They sweep beside the water-mill,
An hundred yards betwixt them still [: ]
An hundred yards betwixt them still 
As they came hunting round the hill [.]
And they may ride till they crack their breath 
To track that quarry down to death [: ]
They never will ride down to death 
The Wizard-Man from Nazareth[.]
T hus th e  p o i n t  o f  t h e  e p ig r a p h  i s  C h r i s t  upon  an 
a s s  ( a s  t h e  o n e  h e  ro d e  t o  e n t e r  J e r u s a le m  b e f o r e
36
h i s  P a s s io n )  i s  a s  u n c a tc h a b le  a s  R h ia n n o n . C h r i s t  
a s  a  m e d ie v a l  w iz a rd ?  I t  seem s a  d a r in g  f i g u r e  o f  
s  p e e c h ,  b u t  to d a y  t h e  r e a d e r  c a n  r e c a l l  G a n d a lf .
N o t a l l  w iz a r d s  a r e  e v i l .
I  s u p p o s e  some w i l l  r e a c t  a s  I  f i r s t  d i d ,  t h i n k ­
in g  t h e  p o i n t  o f  t h e  poem i s  n o n s e n s e .  F i r s t ,  t h i s  
i s  a s  i d i o t i c  a s  Ray B r a d b u r y 's  "T he Man" i n  w h ic h  
C h r i s t  a v o id s  a  man s e e k in g  h im . A f t e r  a l l ,  d i d n ' t  
th e  Son o f  God come i n t o  t h e  w o r ld  t o  s a v e  i t ?
(And S a y e r s '  l i s t i n g  o f  r o y a l t y ,  m a id s  o f  h o n o r ,  
p r i e s t s ,  and  l a b o r e r s  c e r t a i n l y  i s  m e a n t a s  a  c r o s s -  
s e c t i o n  o f  s o c i e t y ,  to p  t o  b o t to m .)  S e c o n d , h i s ­
t o r i c a l l y ,  C h r i s t  d id  n o t  e s c a p e  h i s  s o c i e t y :  h e
w as c r u c i f i e d  b y  i t .
B u t ,  upon r e f l e c t i o n ,  I  t h i n k  th e  poem c a n  b e  
d e fe n d e d  ( a s ,  no  d o u b t ,  m o s t r e a d e r s  assu m ed  immed­
i a t e l y )  . F i r s t ,  t h e  a n a lo g y  t o  R h ian n o n  im p l i e s  
t h a t  C h r i s t  w i l l  s t o p  an d  sp e a k  t o  an y o n e  who i s  
s e n s i b l e  en ough  t o  s t o p  th e  r a c e  an d  s p e a k  t o  h im . 
S e c o n d , t h e  poem s u g g e s t s  t h a t  s o c i e t y  —  " t h e  
w o rld "  o f  t h e  s t a n d a r d  t h r e e  fo rm s  o f  t e m p t a t i o n ,  
" t h e  w o r ld ,  t h e  f l e s h ,  and  t h e  d e v i l "  —  t h a t  
s o c i e t y  i s  n o t  up t o  C h r i s t ' s  s t a n d a r d s ,  h a s  n o t  
c a u g h t  up t o  h i s  m e a n in g , y e t ,  n o r  e v e r  w i l l  b e .
And t h a t  so u n d s  v e r y  much l i k e  a  p o i n t  S a y e r s  
w o u ld  m ake.
B e s id e s ,  i t ' s  a  l i v e l y  h u n t i n g  poem .
1 P u b l i s h e d  by  B . H. B la c k w e l l ;  t h e  poem 
a p p e a r s  on  p p . 2 4 -2 5 . I  w is h  t o  th a n k  M iss B a r ­
b a r a  G r i f f i n ,  o f  t h e  M ario n  E . Wade C o l l e c t i o n ,  
W heaton  C o l l e g e ,  W h ea to n , I l l i n o i s ,  who s e n t  me
a copy  o f  th e  poem a f t e r  I  m i s l a i d  t h a t  I  made when 
I  v i s i t e d  t h e  c o l l e c t i o n  i n  t h e  summer o f  1 973 .
2 I  owe t h i s  f a c t  t o  D r. R u s s e l l  P e t e r s o n  o f  
t h e  la n g u a g e  s e c t i o n  o f  T a r l e t o n  S t a t e  U n i v e r s i t y .
N o n -H u m an  S p eech in  th e  




Cr e a t o r s  o f  f a n t a s y  h a v e  m ore fre e d o m  th a n  
w r i t e r s  o f  m ore o r d i n a r y  f i c t i o n s .  W ith  o r  w i t h ­
o u t  e x p l a n a t i o n ,  th e y  c a n  g iv e  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  sp e a k  
t o  a n im a ls  and  e v e n ,  on  o c c a s i o n ,  t o  t r e e s .
Of t h e  t h r e e  w r i t e r s  t o  b e  c o n s i d e r e d  i n  t h i s  
p a p e r  o n ly  C. S . L ew is t e l l s  how h i s  a n im a l  c h a r ­
a c t e r s  g a in e d  th e  g i f t  o f  la n g u a g e .  I n  The M agi­
c i a n ' s  N ephew , o n e  o f  t h e  N a r n ia  c h r o n i c l e s ,  L ew is 
t e l l s  a  s t o r y  o f  t h e  c r e a t i o n  o f  s p e c i e s .  He a s k s  
t h e  r e a d e r  t o  im a g in e  " a  s t r e t c h  o f  g r a s s y  la n d  
b u b b l in g  l i k e  w a te r  i n  a p o t . "  I t  s w e l l s  i n t o  
hum ps, a l l  o f  d i f f e r e n t  s i z e s .  From  th e  humps 
a n im a ls  b u r s t  o u t  —  m o le s ,  d o g s ,  s t a g s  (who come 
o u t  a n t l e r s  f i r s t ,  so  th e y  lo o k  l i k e  t r e e s  e m erg ­
in g )  - -  b u t t e r f l i e s ,  b e e s ,  b i r d s ,  p a n th e r s  and  
e l e p h a n t s .  A g r e a t  c a c a p h o n y  f o l lo w s  —  "c a w in g , 
c o o in g ,  c ro w in g , b r a y i n g ,  n e ig h i n g ,  b a y in g ,  b a r k ­
i n g ,  lo w in g ,  b l e a t i n g ,  and  t r u m p e t in g ."  T h e re  i s  
so  much n o i s e  t h a t  t h e  song  o f  th e  G re a t  L io n  A s la n  
c a n  h a r d l y  b e  h e a r d .  T h i s ,  t h e n ,  i s  n o t  y e t  th e  
g i f t  o f  la n g u a g e .
A s la n  b e s to w s  th e  pow er o f  s p e e c h  by  d i v i n e  
command. T h e re  i s  a  s w i f t  f l a s h  l i k e  f i r e ,  and  
th e n  t h e  d e e p e s t ,  w i l d e s t  v o ic e  e v e r  h e a r d  s a y s :  
" N a r n i a ,  N a r n ia ,  N a r n ia ,  aw ake. L o v e . T h in k . 
S p e a k . Be w a lk in g  t r e e s .  Be t a l k i n g  b e a s t s .  Be 
d iv i n e  w a t e r s . " 1
The pow er g r a n t e d  d o e s  n o t  mean t h a t  L e w is 's  
t a l k i n g  b e a s t s  a r e  n o t  a n im a l s . The b i r d s  o f  The 
Dawn T r e a d e r  s i n g  w i th  human v o i c e s ,  b u t  th e y  a r e  
s t i l l  b i r d s .  I n  The L a s t  B a t t l e  t h e  so u n d  o f  t h e i r  
la n g u a g e  r e c a l l s  t h e  a n im a l n a t u r e  o f  th e  donkey  
an d  t h e  u n ic o r n .  P u z z le  e n jo y s  a  g ra n d  "H aw -hee- 
h a w - h e e - h e e ,"  and  t h e  u n ic o r n  n e ig h s  a  r i n g i n g  
c h a l l e n g e ,  " B r e e - h e e - h e e ! Come f u r t h e r  u p , come 
f u r t h e r  i n . "  W ith  a  l i t t l e  m ore o n o m a to p o e ic  
s u b t l e t y ,  p e r h a p s ,  th e  t a l k i n g  d o g s ,  who
were just as doggy as they  could be . . .  all stood up and pu t their 
fron t paws on the  shoulders of the  humans and licked their faces, 
all saying a t once: "Welcome! Welcome! We'll help, we'll help, 
help, help. Show us how to help, show us how, how. How-how- 
how?" 2
A n im a ls  t a l k  i n  L e w is ' s  c h r o n i c l e s ; and  human 
b e in g s  t a l k  t o o .  L an g u ag e  i s  n o t  a f e a t u r e  t h a t  
d i s t i n g u i s h e s  non-hum an  from  human b e in g s  i n  t h i s  
f i c t i o n a l  w o r ld .  H ow ever, i t  seem s t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  
n o n - v i r tu o u s  from  v i r t u o u s  c r e a t u r e s .  The c a s e  o f  
G in g e r  t h e  d i s l o y a l  c a t  p ro v e s  an  e x a m p le . G in g e r  
t u r n e d  a g a i n s t  A s la n  and  jo i n e d  t h e  f o r c e s  o f  T a s h -  
l a n ,  and  th e n  he  l o s t  t h e  pow er o f  s p e e c h .  A f t e r  
h i s  f a l l  fro m  g r a c e ,  a l l  h e  c a n  s a y  i s  " A i i  —  A ii  
—  Aaow —  Awah;" T h u s , i n  The L a s t  B a t t l e ,  t h a t  
w h ich  w as g iv e n  by  d iv i n e  f i a t  i s  now ta k e n  aw ay .
37
